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OCCUPATIONS 

AND LEVELS OF LIVING 

Oí "UR economic development during the past century 
is reflected in changes in the occupational structure of our labor force and the 
rural-urban composition of our population. Our agricultural labor force con- 
tinued to grow the first 50 years of the past century and nearly doubled by 1910, 
but it grew at a much slow^er rate than the nonagricultural labor force, which 
had a sixfold increase from 1860 to 1910. 

Employment in the nonagricultural 
sector in the past 50 years climbed to 
two and one-half times that of 1910, 
while agricultural employment de- 
clined, first gradually and then faster, 
so that by 1962 agricultural employ- 
ment amounted to 5.2 million and 
represented less than 8 percent of the 
Nation's employed civilian labor force. 

A parallel change was a decline in 
the relative size of the rural population 
and in the absolute and relative size 
of the farm population. The urban 
population of the United States was 
70 percent and the rural population 
was 30 percent of the population in 
i960. An increasing proportion of the 
rural population resides in rural non- 
farm areas, and a declining proportion 
lives on farms. 

These changes have been part of our 
historical economic development and 
could not ha\'e taken place were it not 

for revolutionary changes in the pro- 
ductivity and efíiciency of our agri- 
cultural plant, which year by year has 
set new records in productivity per 
man-hour of labor and in aggregate 
production, more than enough to meet 
the needs of our growing population. 

We should take a closer look at the 
effect our economic development has 
had on the occupational structure and 
levels of living of the rural population 
and the extent to which all sectors of 
population have shared in the gains in 
level of living. 

First is the fact that the rapid growth 
of cities has meant a relative but not 
an absolute decline in the size of the 
rural population. The rural population 
in 191 o was 50 million. The rural pop- 
ulation numbered 54 million in i960. 
The sharp drop occurred in the farm 
component of the total rural popula- 
tion—from 32 million in 1910 to 14.3 
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million in 1962; 91 percent of the de- 
cline occurred after 1940. 

We can summarize the trends in the 
rural labor force in terms of occupa- 
tion and industry. The occupational 
classification relates to the kind of work 
people do (carpentry, plumbing, and 
farming, for example). The industry 
classification relates to the type of es- 
tablishment in which a person works 
(for example, furniture factory, cloth- 
ing store, construction firm). 

Among the 54 million persons living 
in rural areas in i960, 18.2 million 
were in the civilian labor force (the 
employed and those who were unem- 
ployed and looking for work). The size 
of the rural labor force in 1960 did not 
difi'er greatly from that in 1950, but 
because of the substantial increase in 
the urban labor force the proportion 
that the rural comprised of the total 
labor force dropped from 31.6 percent 
in 1950 to 27.2 percent in i960. 

With the sharp decline in farm pop- 
ulation and agricultural employment, 
the occupation and industry mix of the 
rural labor force has changed greatly. 

Farmers and farm laborers are no 
longer the largest occupational group 
among workers living in rural areas. 
Nearly one-half of the rural employed 
in 1940 were farm operators, farm 
managers, or farm laborers. Only one- 
fifth were in the agricultural occupa- 
tions in i960. 

The skilled and semiskilled indus- 
trial workers have surpassed the farm 
occupations as the most numerous 
class. More than 5.5 million craftsmen, 
foremen, and operatives were resident 
in rural areas in i960, compared to a 
little more than 3.5 million farmers 
and farm laborers. The white-collar 
occupations had about 4.8 million 
workers and thus also were more nu- 
merous than the number of rural per- 
sons in farm occupations. 

Manufacturing, the single most im- 
portant industry group, accounted for 
4.2 million rural persons, or 24 percent 
of the total, compared to 3.8 million 
persons, or 22 percent, in agriculture in 
1960. A decade earlier, agriculture ac- 
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counted for twice as large a proportion 
of the rural labor force as did manu- 
facturing—36 percent and 18 percent, 
respectively. Wholesale and retail trade 
establishments comprised in i960 the 
third most important industry group 
of the rural labor force. Establishments 
engaged in professional and related 
services were the fourth largest group. 

Manufacturing industries increased 
their employment of rural persons by 
nearly 900 thousand during 1950-1960, 
a gain of 27 percent. This percentage 
increase was one and one-half times 
greater than the one in manufacturing 
employment among urban residents. 

Large absolute and relative increases 
during the decade also occurred among 
rural people employed in professional 
and related services, wholesale and 
retail trade, finance, in insurance and 
real estate, and the other categories of 
industry. 

Employment in agriculture, as Í indi- 
cated, declined sharply between 1950 
and i960. Reductions also occurred 
in employment in the other extrac- 
tive industries, mining, forestry, and 
fisheries, which employ mostly rural 
residents. The drop in mining was quite 
substantial, 234 thousand rural persons 
or a decline of 40 percent from 1950 to 
i960, mainly because of the drop in 
coal mining. 

The changes in occupation and type 
of industry during the decade in the 
rural labor force were like the change 
that occurred among city people, 
among whom the greatest relative 
gains occurred in the occupations con- 
nected with professional, technical, 
and distributive services. Nevertheless, 
rural people are still relatively more 
numerous in the skilled and semiskilled 
groups among occupations that require 
less education and formal training, but 
the differences between urban and rural 
occupational profiles are lessening. 

Thus we arc developing an increas- 
ingly more urbanlike occupational 
structure among rural people. In view 
of the generally higher incomes ob- 
tained in nonagricultural occupations 
than in agriculture, the effect of these 
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shifts has been to increase average in- 
comes among rural families and to 
raise their levels of living. 

A SIGNIFICANT trend in the rural pop- 
ulation between 1950 and i960 was 
the growth of the labor force living in 
rural nonfarm areas as compared to 
the decline of the labor force living on 
farms. This, of course, follows from 
the fact that the farm population has 
dropped sharply while the rural non- 
farm population has gone up. 

The civilian labor force in the rural 
nonfarm population increased from 
10.4 million in 1950 to 13.4 million in 
i960, but the labor force in the farm 
population fell from 8. i million in 1950 
to 4.8 million in i960. 

A part of this large drop in size of 
the rural labor force is due to the more 
restrictive definition of farm popula- 
tion adopted in i960, but a large part 
of it is due to the actual decline in 
number of farms, farm population, and 
agricultural employment. 

The major distinction in the occupa- 
tional distribution of the rural nonfarm 
as compared with the farm labor force 
is the preponderance of employment 
in agriculture among farm residents 
and the very small percentage engaged 
in agriculture among rural nonfarm 
residents. Only about 7 percent of the 
rural nonfarm labor force in 1960 were 
engaged in farming occupations, and 
this percentage was about the same as 
in 1950 and 1940. Thus, more than 90 
percent of the labor force living in 
rural nonfarm areas customarily have 
been employed in occupations other 
rhan agriculture. 

Most of the gainfully employed 
members of the farm population have 
traditionally been engaged in farming, 
but this situation has been changing 
over some decades, and the changes 
have become progressively more rapid 
in recent years. Thus, of the employed 
population living on farms in. 1960 only 
60 percent were engaged in agricul- 
ture and 40 percent in nonagricultura 1 
occupations. Agriculture accounted for 
70 percent in 1950 and nearly Oo per- 
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cent in 1940. The proportion of the 
employed population living on farms 
and working in nonagricultural occu- 
pations therefore doubled between 
1940 and i960. 

LET US examine a little more closely 
what has been happening to agricul- 
tural employment. 

The number of persons employed in 
agriculture between 1950 and i960 
dropped 24 percent, from 7.5 million 
to 5.7 million, according to estimates 
of the Department of Labor. Further 
decreases in 1961 and again in 1962 
cut agricultural employment to 5.2 
million. The agricultural labor force 
is now no larger than it was shortly 
after 1850, more than 100 years ago. 
The decline since 1950 has been great- 
est among farm operators themselves, 
following the sharp drop in the number 
of farms. 

The decline in unpaid family work- 
ers has been roughly proportional to 
the decline in total agricultural em- 
ployment. Among hired farmworkers, 
however, there has been no clear, per- 
sistent trend in either direction since 
the end of the Second World War. 
Thus, because of the decline of farm 
operators and unpaid family workers, 
the relative importance of hired farm- 
workers has increased, rising from ap- 
proximately one-fifth of the total agri- 
cultural employment shortly after the 
war to one-third by 1962. 

The agricultural employment has 
dropped in every region of the country. 
The South, however, experienced the 
largest absolute and relative drop; by 
i960, the South accounted for only 40 
percent of total agricultural employ- 
ment in the United States, compared 
to 52 percent in 1940. 

In view of the extensive mechaniza- 
tion on farms since 1940 and the sharp 
decrease in labor requirements and la- 
bor input in agriculture, it seems rather 
surprising that employment of hired 
farmworkers has shown little change in 
numbers since the end of the war. 

Apparently the efí'ects of mechaniza- 
tion and other laborsaving [practices on 
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the employment of hired farmworkers 
have been counterbalanced by the in- 
crease in the number of farms with a 
value of sales of lo thousand dollars 
and more. These farms are the princi- 
pal employers of hired labor, and they 
increased from 484 thousand in 1949 
to 795 thousand in 1959. Farms of that 
size accounted for 83 percent of the 
total expenditures for hired labor in the 
United States in 1959. 

Changes in the level of living of farm 
and nonfarm families have come about 
partly because of the differences and 
changes in occupational patterns that 
I have discussed. 

Various indicators influence or re- 
flect the economic and social well- 
being of rural families. Among them 
are income, the possession of certain 
goods, the extent of educational attain- 
ment, and the availability of health 
services. 

Median family money income in- 
creased about 80 percent between 1950 
and 1960 in each of the three residence 
categories. A rise in living costs ab- 
sorbed a part of the increase. The real 
increase in median family income for 
the United States was 50 percent, after 
adjusting for changes in the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics Consumer Price In- 
dex. The median money income in 
1959 of farm families of 3,228 dollars 
was about two-thirds of rural nonfarm 
and a little more than one-half of ur- 
ban families. These relationships were 
practically the same a decade earlier, 
although at lower income levels. 

Nearly a third of all rural farm fami- 
lies had incomes of less than 2 thousand 
dollars, compared with less than a fifth 
for rural nonfarm and only one-tenth 
of the urban families. The proportions 
of families with less than 2 thousand 
dollars income had declined by one- 
half or more in the urban and rura] 
nonfarm areas. Among farm families, 
the proportion of low-income families 
did not decline so much. 

While farm families in 1959 com- 
prised only 7 percent of all families in 
the United States, they had 18 percent 
of all families with incomes of less than 
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2 thousand dollars. Thus, while sub- 
stantial economic progress was made 
by all sectors of the population, farm 
and nonfarm, the wide differentials be- 
tween the farm and nonfarm sectors 
continued to persist. 

We should note that family income 
in the South in 1959 was substantially 
below that of the other regions—about 
4,500 dollars, as against 6 thousand 
dollars in the rest of the United States. 
In both 1950 and 1959, about one- 
third of all families and more than 45 
percent of all low-income families lived 
in the South. 

In view of our interest in occupa- 
tional patterns, we may also note the 
income difl'erentials among major oc- 
cupational groups. Of the 11 major oc- 
cupational groups, farmers ranked the 
third lowest in 1961, farm laborers next 
to the lowest, and private household 
workers (mostly domestic servants) the 
lowest. 

BESIDES current income, measures of 
level of living usually include data on 
the facilities available to families— 
such as television sets and telephones, 
automobiles, homefreezers, and hot 
and cold water in the house—which 
can serve, with some reservation, as 
partial indicators of level of living. 

The ownership of television sets be- 
tween 1950 and i960 has grown re- 
markably among all groups, rural and 
urban. Only 3 percent of the rural 
farm households had television sets in 
1950; 80 percent had them in i960. 

Almost all urban housing units but 
only two-thirds of the farm homes had 
hot and cold water in i960, although 
the proportion of rural farm housing 
units equipped witji hot and cold water 
more than doubled in 1950-1960. 

By 1959, almost all farms were elec- 
trified; 80 percent had automobiles; 
two-thirds had telephones, and more 
than one-half had homefreezers—al- 
most five times the proportion report- 
ing homefreezers in 1950. 

Thus, as far as the possession of these 
facilities reflects level of living, marked 
improvement can be seen in the past 
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decade, partly because families had 
more money to buy them. 

An index developed in the Depart- 
ment of Agriculture based on data of 
the census of agriculture to indicate 
variations in the level of living of farm 
operators by counties show^s a substan- 
tial rise from a county average of 59 in 
1950 to 100 in 1959. The index brings 
to light marked geographic variations. 
For example, in both 1950 and 1959, 
the South ranked lowest on the index 
and the West ranked highest. 

Our information on the educational 
attainment of the adult population 
(persons 25 years old and over) sug- 
gests that the differences favoring the 
urban population in 1950 had per- 
sisted and in some instances widened 
by i960. For example, in i960 half of 
the adults in the farm population had 
completed 8.8 years of schooling—a 
gain since 1950 of only 0.4 of a year in 
the median grade completed; whereas 
the median years of school completed 
by the urban population of 11. i in 
i960 rose by practically a full year 
since 1950. 

In both 1950 and 1960, the adult farm 
population contained the highest pro- 
portion of individuals who may be 
characterized as functionally illiterate 
(those with fewer than 5 years of school 
completed) and the lowest proportion 
of high school graduates. The propor- 
tion of farm high school graduates in 
i960 was considerably below that for 
urban residents 10 years earlier. 

Nevertheless, the decade did record 
educational progress in the farm as 
well as in the nonfarm population. 
The proportion of adults with at least 
a high school education has increased, 
and the proportion with very little 
schooling has dropped. 

The future looks still more promis- 
ing. Particularly noteworthy is that 
the proportion of farm youths of high 
school age enrolled in school increased 
substantially between 1950 and i960 
and reached the level characteristic of 
the urban population. 

A few comments on health facilities: 
Despite the rapid acceptance of health 
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insurance programs, the proportion of 
the farm population covered by health 
insurance is substantially below that of 
both the urban and rural nonfarm. 
Only about 4 of 10 farm persons but 
more than 7 of 10 urban persons were 
covered by hospitalization insurance in 
1959. Also, proportionately fewer health 
facilities are available to rural residents 
than to persons in or near metropolitan 
areas. Partly because of rapid popula- 
tion growth, there was little difference 
in the ratio of physicians to population 
in 1949 and in 1959, but in both years 
the rural areas were at a substantial 
disadvantage compared with the met- 
ropolitan areas. 

WHEN WE discuss occupational and 
level-of-living changes, we are dealing 
with the effects of extremely broad and 
pervasive forces, concerning which 
short-range projections are not very 
meaningful and long-range projections 
are hazardous. 

Science and technology in agricul- 
ture have brought about a sharp polar- 
ization in income and competitive 
position between farms that are of ade- 
quate size to permit efficient family 
management and an adequate level of 
family income and farms of inadequate 
size. 

in the readjustments that hav^e been 
occurring in agriculture, the family 
commercial farms of adequate size have 
been increasing at an accelerated rate 
since 1950, Farms with gross sales of 
less than lo thousand dollars and par- 
ticularly those with less than 5 thousand 
dollars of gross sales have i)een steadily 
decreasing in numbers, and their rate 
of decrease has also accelerated. Such 
adjustments will continue, and bring 
further reductions in the total number 
of farms, but with an increasing number 
and sharp gain in the relative impor- 
tance of the iamil}- farm of adequate size. 

Aside from hired farm employment, 
which is concentrated very heavily on 
the farms with gross sales of more than 
10 thousand dollars, the size of the total 
agricultural labor force and of the farm 
population  is  determined   principally 
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by what happens to the nearly 80 per- 
cent of the farms that in 1959 had sales 
below 10 thousand dollars. There can 
be little doubt as to the continuing de- 
crease in their number, with a conse- 
quent downward movement of farm 
population and agricultural employ- 
ment. By 1965, agricultural employ- 
ment (as measured by the labor force 
series of the Department of Labor) may 
decline to about 4.5 million, and by 
1970 to around 4.0 million, if recent 
trends continue. 

We should also bear in mind that 
future reductions in agricultural em- 
ployment, as measured by the Depart- 
ment of Labor, will reflect as in the 
past increasing prevalence of part-time 
farming. The proportion of farm oper- 
ators with more than 100 days of off- 
farm work has risen steadily; 30 percent 
of all farm operators were in this cate- 
gory in 1959. (Many of them do not 
report farming as their chief occupa- 
tion and therefore are not counted in 
agricultural employment.) 

Som.e general observations arc in 
order. 

We can be fairly sure of a continued 
high rate of total population increase 
for some decades to come. 

The trend toward further urbaniza- 
tion for all practical purposes is irre- 
versible, and a further shrinkage of the 
rural proportion is quite certain. The 
absolute size of the rural population, 
however, may not drop significantly 
below current level. Thus, for example, 
should the rural proportion decline at 
the rate of the past 40 years, then by 
1980 only 20 percent of the population 
would be rural, compared with 30 per- 
cent in i960. But this 20 percent would 
still be equal to at least 50 million 
people under the several projections of 
total population. 

If our assumption as to the future 
size of the rural popula don is tenable, 
the decrease foreseeable in the farm 
population and its labor force will be 
ofí"set by increases in the rural nonfarm 
population. 

The occupational and typc-of-indus- 
try attachments of the rural nonfarm 

population characteristically have been 
much more like those of the urban pop- 
ulation than of the rural farm popula- 
tion. With declines that have occurred 
in mining and some other industries 
that have typically employed rural 
dwellers, the rural nonfarm and urban 
labor forces are tending to become ever 
more similar. 

As I have indicated, the farm popu- 
lation has also become increasingly 
diversified in its occupational and in- 
dustrial attachments. Nonfarm occu- 
pations already claim 40 percent of the 
farm population who are gainfully 
occupied, and this proportion has 
shown a steady upward trend, which 
is likely to continue. 

The national trend of greater par- 
ticipation by women in the labor force 
also has reflected itself in the case of 
women living on farms. Thus, of all 
girls and women 14 years of age and 
over living on farms, the proportion 
who are in the labor force has risen 
from 12 percent in 1940 to 16 percent 
in 1950 and to 23 percent in i960, and 
the proportion employed in nonfarm 
occupations (75 percent in i960 and 60 
percent in 1950) has risen. The pro- 
portion of workers among farm women 
in i960 was considerably lower than 
among urban women (37 percent) and 
rural nonfarm w^omen  (29 percent). 

Should employment opportunities 
available to farm women expand, an 
increasing number of them would un- 
doubtedly take jobs. 

The technological revolution in agri- 
culture that has so drastically reduced 
labor requirements and increased pro- 
ductivity per worker is thus freeing an 
increasing proportion of individuals in 
farm families for employment outside 
of agriculture. For some it has meant 
migration to rural nonfarm or urban 
areas. For others it has increasingly 
become a matter of commudng to their 
jobs, while continuing to live on farms. 
Thus the distinctions in occupational 
and living patterns between the rural 
and urban population and betw^een the 
rural farm and rural nonfarm segments 
are rapidly diminishing. 
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The adjustments that still need to 
take place with respect to half or more 
of the farms and the people on those 
farms with units that are too small to 
provide a minimum adequate living 
from agriculture are of great magni- 
tude and involve a long-term process 
of development of human and physical 
resources. 

THE SAME THING may be said for 
substantial segments of the rural non- 
farm population. Some of these rural 
nonfarm people were previously classi- 
fied in the farm population under a 
somewhat less restrictive definition of 
farm population used before i960. It 
is therefore well that the Rural Areas 
Development program does not draw 
sharp distinctions between rural farm 
and rural nonfarm low-income people 
who have had common problems of 
inadequate employment opportunities 
and, under existing conditions, an 
inadequate potential for development 
of their human and physical resources. 

Nevertheless, it is well to recognize 
the more acute and special nature of the 
problem confronting the low-income 
farm families and their heavy concen- 
tration in some areas. The information 
presented indicates that while progress 
has been achieved in the improvement 
of levels of living of farm families gen- 
erally and further progress may be an- 
ticipated, there are still wide discrep- 
ancies, not only in income between 
farm and nonfarm families but also in 
educational preparation, health facili- 
ties, and other measures of general 
well-being. 

The farm population has a dispro- 
portionate number of its people among 
the poorly remunerated, the poorly ed- 
ucated, and the underprivileged. The 
agricultural wageworkers, by and large, 
have a more precarious and less ade- 
quate level of living than many low- 
income farm-operator families. 

The importance of agricultural v/age- 
w^orkers to the operation of our highly 
productive sector of commercial agri- 
culture is too obvious to need any spe- 
cial reiteration. Hence their needs and 
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well-being should be fully considered 
in such programs as Rural Areas De- 
velopment, manpower training and 
development, or other programs de- 
signed to expand opportunities and 
raise the level of living. 

We know that the requirements of 
the economy in years ahead will make 
necessary a well-trained and Vv^ell-edu- 
cated labor force. Those with limited 
education will be at a considerable dis- 
advantage. The importance of in- 
creased investments in basic education 
and the continuous raising of the level 
of education of rural youths cannot be 
overstressed. 

Meeting the needs for higher levels 
of basic educational attainment and 
for training and retraining of rural and 
urban workers in skills that are cur- 
rently and prospeclively in demand are 
problems of national propordons that 
can be expected to continue to receive 
increasing attention. 
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